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        To Roger and Luanna.

        It all started with you!
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      The bucket truck jolted as it hit something solid and Todd swore. Quinn stopped backing up and pulled forward a few feet so he’d be able to see the damage. Perfect. Now he’d have to explain to his clients that he’d broken something in their yard. He popped out of the truck, leaving it parked partway into the narrow, winding road, and circled to join the recently hired teen. “What was that?”

      Quinn swore at sparks flying from the damaged transformer half buried in the flowerbed’s decorative grasses. “You were supposed to be watching for things. What were you looking at?”

      “Sorry, Quinn, I was looking mostly at the tree and the power box is hidden in all that decorative grass.”

      The carex praegrasilis had been planted to disguise the box, so it was hard to blame the kid. Quinn sucked in the words he wanted to spew and redirected his focus. The light that had sparkled through the neighbor’s window when they arrived was gone. Great.

      Todd looked like he was afraid he would be cussed out, so Quinn pulled it back. “We back over things often enough, and the grass is tall. Pretty sure we just took out all the power in the neighborhood. Grab the fire extinguisher from the second compartment behind the driver’s seat just in case. Last thing we need is for the owners to come back to a pile of ashes.”

      Thankfully, it had rained the day before, reducing the fire risk. With the ongoing drought in California, that might not be enough, though. He pulled out his phone and, grateful that he had a cell signal in a town where reception could be spotty, did a quick Google search for the power company. He reported the damage so they could fix the issue quickly.

      Quinn split his attention between the sparking transformer and guiding Todd as he backed the truck to the pear tree twenty feet away. This tree needed Christmas lights as well and it was out of the way enough for the electric company to fix the power box. Thank goodness the MacGreggors were away from their vacation home. Bad enough the rest of the town would know he was responsible for the outage within an hour or two. Rumors spread faster and farther than dandelion fluff in the tiny town of Dos Fuentes.

      When the power company’s truck pulled up, Cameron, the electrical distribution supervisor, hopped out along with a couple guys from his crew.

      “This your handiwork?” Cameron asked.

      “Guilty. Sorry, we didn’t notice the transformer when we backed in. I’ll get you the insurance information.” His insurance company wasn’t going to like it, but that was a hassle for another day. He had been working for Partridge Landscaping since he left high school and had taken over for his uncle three years ago, buying it on a payment plan. Over the years, he’d hit all kinds of things while backing up, but this was the first time he had taken out a transformer. Hopefully, it would be his last.

      Quinn climbed into the bucket and maneuvered the boom over to the tree. He started hanging lights in the tree while Train blared from his Bluetooth speaker and Todd decorated nearby bushes. If they worked fast and the electric crew didn’t take too long, they could move on to the next house before eleven. He loved the Christmas season on the northern California coast. Reasonably mild weather, plenty of yard work to do, and extra income from Christmas decorating. Add in the holiday cheer and good will towards men and it was nigh on perfect.

      That was until he saw a woman striding toward them from the house next door. Her willowy frame leaned forward as she marched determinedly toward them, her brown hair in a tight bun that added to the impression of someone who was too tightly wound.
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      Anna’s first inkling of trouble came when the power went out while she was rinsing shampoo out of her hair. Ten seconds later the water turned cold and she shrieked as she jumped out of the stream.

      What had the landlord said about the tankless water heater being so great because you wouldn’t run out? Oh yeah, it required electricity. Growling, she turned and dipped her head under the shower of cold water to finish rinsing her hair, then took a quick spin to rinse off. Teeth chattering, she jumped out and dried off.

      When she reached for her blow drier, she realized it got worse. First day of work at a new job and she would be far from her best. She sucked in her breath and counted to ten as she dressed. Annoyed at the lack of window in the bathroom, she moved to a living room window for light with her makeup and a tiny pocket mirror.

      Of course, her mom called while she was juggling the mirror and makeup in insufficient light. Could her morning get any worse? “Hi, Mom.” She pushed the speaker phone button and returned to her face.

      “Hi, dear, this is your first day at the new job, isn’t it? I hope it goes well.” Her voice dropped towards the end of the sentence expressing the doubt she had already broadcast.

      “Thank you. What do you have planned today?” Anna shifted the attention away from herself.

      “I’m getting my hair done and having lunch with the girls at the club. Did you really have to move all the way to California? What will you do if one of us isn’t there to help you?”

      “I guess I’ll just have to take care of myself.” Like I’ve been doing for the past decade. Seriously, you’d think she had been begging for help and advice daily from the way her mother acted. She was not a helpless child.

      “It’s just that you’ve never been so far away and if this job doesn’t work out, you’ll be stuck there, two-thousand miles away. You know, you’re not too old to go back to school to become an attorney like your father and sister.”

      Anna had heard this argument a hundred times over the years. She whipped out her mascara wand and gritted her teeth. “This is a great opportunity. I’ll get to do all kinds of publicity work for the hot springs, really run the show.” She was more nervous than she wanted to admit to, even to herself. What if they didn’t like her work after all? What if she had the same problems with her new boss as she had with the old one?

      “You never think of anyone but yourself. Your father and I won’t live forever, you know. You’re missing out on the best years. If you ever manage to hook a man, I won’t even get to know my grandbabies.”

      And that was Anna’s cue to end the conversation before she said something she might regret. Like the possibilities that her theoretical future children would be better off without their grandmother’s hyper-critical nose in every aspect of their lives. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I need to finish getting ready for work. Thanks for calling.”

      “I love you, dear.”

      “Me too.” Anna ended the call; grateful it had been so easy to get out of the conversation. These talks with her mom were never happy or comfortable, but added to the stress of the morning, they ramped up her tension about three levels of insanity. She did her best to set that insanity aside and started applying mascara. The power did not come back on while she got ready. In desperation, she twisted her long brown hair into a bun and pinned it into place. It will have to do.

      Anna checked her watch and snatched up her purse, hurrying through the cheerful bungalow she had rented only a mile from work. She was running behind and couldn’t cook this morning anyway. She might have enough time to pick up something on her way to work. Maybe.

      Anna locked the cottage door and headed for the detached garage. Two trucks in the neighbor’s front yard caught her eye. The first belonged to the power company, and the second was a bucket truck with the logo for Partridge Landscaping emblazoned on the door. She had only been in town for two days, but hoped this kind of outage wasn’t common.

      She entered through the garage’s side door and slid into her car. Anna reached up for the remote door opener and let out a huff of frustration when she realized it wouldn’t do her any good. Stress knotted her shoulder muscles. She could not do this today. After everything that went wrong in the last job, this one had to go perfectly.

      Holding onto her temper by a thread, she pushed out of the car and looked around the garage. There had to be a way to get the door open, right? She tugged at the door, checked for any sign of backup power to the door, and tried to release the side clamps that locked the door in place. No luck. No idea what else she could do, she headed for the electrical truck. At least they were all working on the problem instead of standing around with their thumbs in their pockets.

      “How long is this going to take?” she asked in what she hoped was a calm voice.

      “At least another half hour, maybe more. Sorry,” the forty-something man said.

      She let out a huff of breath, trying her best to keep her temper under control. “Worst morning ever.”

      “Blame Quinn.” The man gestured over his shoulder to the landscaper’s truck.

      The man in the cherry picker was already guiding the arm to the ground. “Can I help you with something?”

      Wishing she’d worn pumps instead as her thin heels sank into the soft, wet grass, Anna let the steam push her forward the few steps it took to meet him. The man in the bucket was tall with close cropped dark hair and a couple days’ beard and mustache growth. He had been singing along with a country song that poured from a nearby speaker while he worked.

      “Are you responsible for the power outage?” Anna glared at him.

      He looked over with an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. We had a small accident this morning. It should be fixed soon.”

      “Your small accident has caused me a world of problems. No hot water, no blow drier, no breakfast, and now I can’t even get my car out of the garage. It’s my first day at my new job and if I get fired, it’s all going to be your fault.”

      The bucket reached the ground and he stepped out. “I’m sorry it’s been such an inconvenience for you. Let me see what I can do about your car.”

      It was the least he could do, considering everything that had happened. She knew accidents happened, and maybe after she was at work and settling in for the day, she might look at it all differently, but that didn’t solve her problem right now.

      He started back toward her garage with long, ground-eating strides. She rushed to keep up.

      “You have an electric door opener, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, and it’s funny, but it doesn’t really work without electricity.”

      “Did you try pulling the rope to release the door?”

      She thought about her scan of the garage. “What rope?”

      With only a little tone of “there, there” in his expression, he held the door open for her and they entered the garage. Then he stopped and stared at the electric opener. “Yeah, see that six-inch long rope? That’s supposed to be a lot longer, and have a handle on it.”

      She stared at him expectantly and he looked around the garage, which was barely big enough for her hatchback.

      Quinn grabbed the folding footstool she had used to hang her bicycle on a wall hook. He set it near the back of her car, stepped up to it and used his superior arm length to grab the end of the rope and give it a good yank. Something disconnected and he stepped down, shifting the footstool out of the way.

      Grabbing the aging gray garage door, he lifted it open. “You’re all set.”

      “Thank you,” she said grudgingly. She glanced back at the short cord. “How do I hook the door back up now?”

      “It should connect automatically when I shut it behind you. If not, I’ll fix it before I go back to my truck. Everything should be back to normal when you get off work. We haven’t met before. I’m Quinn.”

      “Anna.” She ignored the hand he held out for her and glanced at her watch. “So much for breakfast. Thanks again.” The second thanks was barely more heartfelt than the first.

      He jerked a shoulder, taking her thanks with the same graciousness in which it had been offered.

      Anna got into her car and backed out of the steep driveway. Quinn pulled the garage door back down when she’d cleared the garage. A moment later he exited the garage through the side door and headed for his truck without another glance in her direction. She should go back and make sure the garage door was locked, but other than her bike and the step stool, it was basically empty, and she would already be late for work.

      She took a steadying breath. “Fresh start. Put it behind you, Anna, and look ahead to the day and new job. You got all the bad luck out of the way before arriving at work, which means the rest of the day will be great. Smooth sailing.” She repeated the affirmation several times on her way to Carly’s Café to grab something to go.

      Believing her words was a whole different thing. Positive self-talk was supposed to help, right?

      The roads in Dos Fuentes were steep and winding, so different from the city streets of Boston where she had grown up, attended college, and worked for the past decade. Then again, a fresh start was exactly what she needed. Becoming the one-woman show in the publicity and marketing department for the local hot springs was worlds away from the large commercial advertising agency where she had worked before. She wasn’t sure how she felt yet about moving to the tiny town near the northern California coast. Population 1337. Well, 1338 now that she was there. She wondered if they changed the number on the sign on the way into town after every census.

      It was the kind of small town she had imagined vacationing in when she finally made partner in the advertising firm she had been working for. It was not the kind of place she had ever considered moving to, with its quaint shops, single grocery store, and slow-paced lifestyle. The town had been settled two hundred years ago and still had the flavor of Mexico in some of the architecture, despite the eleven-hour drive to the border.

      On her first full day here, she had taken a couple hours to drive around town, explore the old stone church, and drive past the historic hotel. Once she was done settling into her new home, she would take time to really get familiar with the town’s crazy roads and interesting history.

      After six months of trying to find a job, this had been the first thing to open up for her that was better than temp work—which she had done plenty of to stretch her savings. With her savings trickling down to nearly nothing, she had grabbed at the hope that came with the position at Campbell Hot Springs and Spa. If this didn’t pan out, she might have to reconsider her aversion to the idea of law school.

      The idea was ridiculous enough to make her chuckle—she was in no way suited for that career. The only one who hadn’t acknowledged that fact was her mom.

      She passed the trolley that climbed up and down the town’s hills, giving tours of historic sites, The Boot Stop western store with its boots and cowboy hats, and everything in between, or so the sign said. Half a dozen adorable restaurants slid past her windows before she turned left toward the hot springs—the whole reason the town had been built to begin with.

      The town’s 200th anniversary was this December and, according to her new boss, practically every local group and organization was planning for the biggest Christmas ever.

      Anna would be right in the middle of it. It would be very different from what she was used to, and hopefully very interesting.

      That was, if she didn’t lose her job because some moron made her late on her first day.
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      Anna was late when she entered and found the little brunette receptionist on the phone. The office was comfortable, with cushy chairs and cool blue and cream colors. She counted the fact that it lacked the glitz and show of her previous workplace as a bonus. The ad agency office had been all about impressing the clients, whereas this one appeared to be decorated for comfortable efficiency.

      When the receptionist, Kim, led her back, Anna recognized Taylor before she looked up from her computer monitor. Several folders lay at her right elbow and sticky notes covered at least a third of the desk and part of the area around the edge of the monitor. Taylor looked up as Kim announced Anna and checked her watch.

      “I’m sorry I’m late. Someone knocked out the power in the neighborhood and I got caught with no hot water while I was shampooing, and no blow dryer, and then I couldn’t get my car out of my garage.” She paused to suck in a breath. Acting like a spaz wasn’t going to help anything. She began again at a normal speed. “Anyway, I promise I’m usually very prompt.”

      “No problem, my power was out too. I was just surprised that it was already eight thirty. It’s good to meet you, officially.” Taylor extended her hand to shake.

      “Same here.” Ana’s relief was swift.

      “Let me introduce you around.” Taylor stood from her desk looking unbelievably chic in a navy-blue silk blouse and white pants. She must have gotten up early, because her honey-colored hair fell in soft curls to her clavicles. Simple and elegant, making Anna feel like a frump, even though she wore her nicest skirt and blouse. Oh well, at least she hadn’t spilled any food on herself.

      The office staff was small and appeared friendly, but she’d been fooled before.

      After a quick tour of the office, Taylor took her out to a golf cart for a closer look at the property. Thanks to Anna’s long distance from the hot springs during the hiring process, Taylor, her sister Jill, and their mom, Linda, had interviewed Anna via video conference, so she hadn’t been to the springs before. In fact, she’d never been west of Denver before. The photos Anna had found online of Campbell Hot Springs didn’t do the place justice. They definitely needed new ones taken.

      “The springs come out at two locations on this property,” Taylor explained. “One is diverted to the hot tubs of those ten cabins, and any extra is diverted down to join the second spring to fill the upper, more natural pools, and the lower, contemporary pools for people who don’t want to climb around on the rocks or can’t handle the trail to get up to the other one.” She turned the cart right to follow the road along the back of the small cabins that were a few years old. The road wound around the property and the cabins had a great view of the upper pools.

      “The cabins are great, so sweet and quaint looking. I love that they have enough space between them for privacy.” Anna admired the rock walls and natural greenery that protected guests from prying eyes.

      “We’re planning to add more over time, starting with five this coming year.”

      “They must be doing well, then.” The pictures and verbiage on the cabins hadn’t been first rate, either.  Anna pulled out her phone and started making notes of things for her to-do list.

      “They stay fairly busy, even during this time of year, though it’s slower now than in the summer.” Taylor maneuvered the cart into the parking lot.

      “That’s great. I can see why someone would be excited to stay here.” The cabins had log exteriors with wooden decks. They invited you in—at least from the outside.

      “This one is empty. I grabbed a key so we could go in for a quick tour.” Taylor came to a stop in front of number five. “We want to revamp the promo on the cabins along with everything else.”

      “I agree that it could use a refresh. A tour is a must.” Did the charm of the exterior extend inside? Yes, yes it did.

      The cabin was larger than expected, with two bedrooms, one with two queen beds, and one with a king, a small, but well-planned kitchen and dining area, and a comfortable living area overlooking the back deck and hot tub. “Who wouldn’t want to stay here?”

      “Exactly. We have two larger cabins and two smaller ones, but most are this size.”

      They returned to the golf cart to see more of the grounds. “I love the picnic areas. Do a lot of people use them?” Anna asked as they drove across the flowing expanse of grass.

      “Sometimes, especially when we have large groups. It’s also a great space for events like our Christmas festival, which you’ll be running. It’s a big fundraiser we run every year to benefit the food bank and other local charities. We talked about it in the interview, right?”

      “Yes. When is that, exactly?” They had discussed the festival during her interview for the job, but had failed to mention the timeline or size of the event. She had been so excited to be working in the industry again, she hadn’t been quite as thorough in getting the details on the festival as she normally would have done.

      “Less than a month. A lot of the planning is already done, obviously, but with the lack of a promotions department and my mom’s surgery dividing my attention, I know we’re running a little behind schedule.”

      That made it crunch time. The knot of nerves in Anna’s chest tightened. “We’ll have to sit down and go over that soon.” The sooner the better.

      “All of the paperwork is on your desk. You can dig through it this afternoon and ask questions. Tomorrow we’ll be meeting with my cousin who helps out with big projects like that. We’ll discuss ideas and expectations and then I’ll leave it to you two to put together. You have no idea how glad I am that you were able to start so soon. I was starting to think I would have to shoehorn the project into my schedule somehow and I do like getting my four hours of sleep each night.”

      Anna smiled at the joke. “I’ll make it my mission to let you go home after only twelve-hour days from now on.”

      “I can hardly ask for more than that.” Taylor and Anna shared a grin. Hopefully it meant they would work well together. At least her boss here seemed pretty straight forward. She could only hope the impression was true.
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      Quinn collapsed on the sofa as soon as he got to his old Victorian-era home that night. He and Todd had finished four decorating jobs that day and had more on the docket for the rest of the week, interspersed with a few other landscaping projects. His five other crew members were equally busy.

      He was supine for under two minutes when his front doorbell rang. “Go away,” he called out, too tired to stand. It was probably an aunt or cousin. They had taken to feeding him several times a week, which he appreciated, even though he was perfectly capable of ordering take out.

      The doorbell rang again, and Taylor’s voice called through the door. “I brought peach cobbler.”

      Peach cobbler. He couldn’t resist that. Quinn heaved himself off the sofa and headed for the door.

      “I’ve come to feed you and to take away the clean dishes from last time,” she said when he ushered her in.

      “To my great appreciation. Come on back.” He led her through the living area to the kitchen and dining table—a folding table he’d picked up second hand five years ago. One of these days he’d have to replace it with something more permanent.

      Taylor looked around the room and huffed. “That’s it. I’m coming over on Saturday to finish unpacking your things. Also, we need to set Jill loose on decorating your place.”

      The suggestion made him bristle, just as it had every time someone in his family brought it up. “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine. I like my place spartan.” That wasn’t really true. He loved how comfortable and homey his cousins’ places were, and wished sometimes that his was just as comfortable, but something kept holding him back. Thus the folding table.

      Taylor eyed the tall stack of boxes that lined the full length of his dining area and then pointedly scanned the rest of the area. “Spartan doesn’t begin to describe it. You’ve been living here two years and you still haven’t bought a real table and chairs. You haven’t decorated at all.”

      He moved beyond mildly annoyed to defensive. “My table is fine.”

      “Quinn…”

      “I appreciate that you want to help, but I’m fine. I’ll deal with it when I get to it.” He reached into the upper cabinet that he had marked with her name and pulled out the dishes she had brought over last time, now clean and ready to return. Each of the shelves in the upper cabinets except for the end one had been labeled with his cousins’ and aunt’s names, so he didn’t mix up their dishes. Other than a few basics that he kept in the far cupboard—cans of soups, stew, chili, microwave mac and cheese singles, and a few packets of ramen noodles, his cupboards were bare. He was usually too wiped out after a day of work to hassle with anything more difficult than dump and heat meals anyway.

      Taylor touched his shoulder. “How can you ever accept that you’ve made a real home in Dos Fuentes if you don’t make this place a home for yourself?”

      He didn’t want to concede her point, so he ignored the question. “Are we still on for the meeting tomorrow at noon?”

      She sighed and capitulated to his change of subject. “Yes. Our new director of marketing started today and she’s sharp. We loved the ideas she came up with for our next billboards.”

      “Great.” He got out paper plates since there was more food than one meal’s worth there. “You want to eat with me?”

      “I’d love to, but I need to get back to Mom. She’s having a rough day and will need a little extra help tonight. The physical therapist has been working her hard, and she’s making progress.” Her face scrunched up like she was upset about something.

      “I know you worry about her. You worry about everyone, but she’s one tough cookie.” He pulled her in for a side hug.

      “I know she is. Enjoy your leftovers tomorrow. See those things on the plate are green beans—actual vegetables in one of your meals. They’re good for you.”

      Quinn grinned. “I like green beans just fine, especially when you cook them. Tell Aunt Linda ‘hi’ for me.”

      “Will do.” She gave him a formal salute and then headed for the door while Quinn finished plating up his meal for the microwave.

      He wouldn’t starve without his cousins, but he sure wouldn’t eat as well without them.
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      Anna was checking the ad stats on the company’s social media the next morning when the alarm on her phone reminded her of her lunch appointment with Taylor and the mysterious cousin with whom Anna would be working closely. She turned off the reminder, double-checked the folder with the written plans she had read over the previous evening, and headed to the small conference room.  She had been over the plans and pictures and diagrams until she’d had nightmares about everything going wrong.  Hopefully the meeting would help dispel some of the worries that nagged at her.

      Though she had worked on committees that put together big events, she had never been in charge of so many moving pieces, and certainly not by herself and with such a short amount of time to pull it off. Knowing that the staff here had done this for so many years was reassuring, but she still needed to be at the top of her game.

      Kim was setting out the meals from a restaurant when Anna arrived. “I saw Quinn pull up a few minutes ago; I’m sure they’ll both be in soon,” she said before vacating the room.

      “Thanks.” Anna took a seat and opened her folder to take a closer look. Before she got more than a few sentences in, though, Taylor came in with the tall man who had knocked out Anna’s power the day before. His lifted brows mirrored her surprise.

      No way. This could not be happening.

      “Good, you’re already here,” Taylor said. “This is my cousin, Quinn Partridge. He’ll be working closely with you on the festival setup. Quinn, this is Anna Gray.”

      “We’ve met,” he said. “Though not officially.”

      “You have?” Taylor asked.

      “Um, briefly.” How was she supposed to handle this? He’d been condescending and macho, even if he had been helpful. She had been…a little short with him. It had been a terrible morning, but it was his fault. Anna wasn’t about to push that point today, though. She could put it behind her and focus on what was coming up. She was a professional. She offered her hand for a shake. “I’m sorry you didn’t meet me at my best.”

      He accepted the shake, his much larger hand enveloping hers. “It was my fault. Truce?”

      She wasn’t sure she believed it was really behind them, but she was willing to pretend to make the partnership function. “Of course.”

      “Why would you need a truce?” Taylor asked.

      Neither spoke for a moment before Quinn filled the silence, “I was responsible for the power outage yesterday, which got her day off to a bad start.”

      “Oh, I heard that was you.” Taylor shrugged it off. “Small town,” she said at Anna’s questioning gaze, as if that explained it all. Maybe it did.

      “In any case, you two will be working together quite a bit over the next month.” Taylor gestured to the table, and they took their seats.

      They opened their meals and Anna jumped into the discussion. “I’ve read over the plans, but the notes weren’t very detailed. What else do I need to know? Also, when did the hot springs become a thing that drew attention? Was it the same year that the town was settled? Can we tie that into the celebration even tighter than we have?”

      “Yes, the town was settled because of the springs. I can already see you’re going to work out well here,” Taylor said.

      “I’ll certainly do my best,” Anna said.

      Quinn’s smile was not entirely genuine, but he’d made the effort, so Anna was determined to accept it. Now to prove to Taylor that she could work with anyone.

      Anna went on to say, “I have some thoughts percolating on the spa end of the business that we’ll need to discuss later, but for now, the festival.”

      The meeting went well, and after looking over pictures and diagrams from the previous year, Anna could better understand what still lay ahead. She took three pages of notes, and started a huge to-do list. She had her work cut out for her.

      After the main meeting, Anna and Quinn walked into the large grassy area Taylor had shown her the day before. They discussed the plans on location with the hope that it would help her get her bearings better.

      “Have you ever organized anything like
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